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59 Days

STAT

0f Shame

After 58,000 men had died, after hillions of dollars
had been squandered, America’s crusade in Vietnam
dwindled down to the rooftop rescue of a few Marines
with a mob of abandoned allies howling at their heels.

“t was just after 6 o’clock on the
morning of April 30, 1975, and
only 11 Marines were left on the
roof of the U.S. Embassy in Sai-
gon. The door to the rooftop heli-

. pad was locked and barricaded,
but on the other side Vietnamese

pounded away at it, springing the hinges

and cracking open the door. Clouds of tear

gas billowed from the top of the six-floor
embassy, and gunfire rattled randomly in
thestreets below. They are not coming back
for us, thought Sgt. Steve Schuller. We
really are stuck here. The man in charge,
Maj. James Kean, never doubted that a
helicopter would come back for his desper-
ate dozen. But the Marines on the roof had
no radio, and for nearly two hours there
was no sign of another chopper.
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Kean remembers telling his men to lie
down so that they wouldn’t be seen from
below. Schuller recalls that he set up
a machine-gun emplacement facing the
door. “We knew eventually they were go-
ing to break it down,” he says now. *‘So we
half-assed a gallant last stand.” Someone
passed around 2 bottle of Johnny Walker
Black. Just before 8 a.m., they watched as ;
riot police escorted the country’s latestand
last president, Duong Van (Big) Minh,
down Thong Nhut Street to the Presiden-
tial Palace. Then the Marines spotted their
helicopter, a CH-46. They signaled to
it with smoke grenades—*‘everything we
had,” says Schuller, “green, yellow, red.”
The pilot made a couple of passes, dodging
small-arms fire from the ground, and final- |
ly settled onto the pad. i

By now the door to the |
roof was six inches off its
hinges. Kean ordered his
men to throw tear-gas
grenades into the stair-
well. The ploy bought
precious time, but the
copter’s whirling blades
sucked up the gas, mo-
mentarily blinding the
Marines and their rescu-
ers. Kean and his men
scrambled aboard, and
the CH-46 lified off.
First there was a diz-
zying plunge; then the
chopper clawed for alti-
tude and fiuttered off to-
ward the U.S. fieet wait-
ing in the South China
Sea. Aboard the helicop-
ter, the Marines found a
PRC-25radio. Itsbuzzer
went off, and a laconic
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vears of bitter divisiveness at home,
America's crusade in Vietnam dwindled
down 10 the rooftop rescue of a few Ma-
rines, with amob of abandoned alhes howl-
ing at their heels.

Americans of the age will never forget
the televised pictures of their countrymen
dodging potshots from abandoned aliies as
they scrambled out of Vietnam. The
French had left Saigon in 1954 after a
flap-lowering ceremony on a parade
ground; in 1975 the Americans sneaked
outside after dark to lower the embassy
flag for the last time. How could the enor-
mous U.S. enterprise in Vietnam simply
collapse like a house of cards? Why
couldn’t Washington at least negotiate a
dignified withdrawal? Such questions are
still alive in the minds of survivors. Merritt
Stark, for vears a public-health adviser in
Vietnam, lost his 26-vear-old daughter,
Laurie, in the crash of a planeload of or-
phans in the final days. He s still searching
for **a number of answers” about Vietnam.
“If we got the answers,” he says, “this
would be a lot more commemorative 10
[those] who died than putting up some

' statue or memorial in Washington.”

The art of defiecting blame reached new
heightsafter tnefall of
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And Marnn joms Henry Rassinger and
others from the Ford administration who
blame Congress for a fatal cutoff of U.S.
military aid before the final offensive. Rich-
ard Nixon is another forceful spokesman
for the blame-Congress school. *“When we
signed the Paris peace agreements in 1973,
we had wop the war,” Nixon maintainsina
combative new book. ““We then proceeded
tolosethe peace.”

There s plenty of blame to go around. In
their nation’s most critical hour, Saigon’s
President Nguyen Van Thieu waffied, his
opposition plotied anotber coup and key
generals fied from the battlefield ahead of
their troops. It1s odd that few of the Wash-
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